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A Poet’s Hope Bo Yang
—QRemarks at a meeting of United Poets Laureate International on August 5,
1992

[ was taken totally by surprise when Benjamin Yuzon notified me that I had been named a
poet laureate for Poems of a Period, because I had never imagined that these poems, written
many years ago during a very bleak period in my life, would one day bring such an honor. In his
notification letter, Mr. Yuzon wrote, “A gifted writer has turned out a work of prison literature
based on his own personal experience. It is filled with unflinching accusation and rigorous histor-
ical scholarship.” [ thank Mr. Yuzon for his kind words of praise, but [ must say that they trigger-
ed a flood of painful memories for me.

In China, as in any country that has made a contribution to human civilization, the most
talented writers and poets are always ahead of their times. They are unwilling to go against their
own conscience, or knuckle under to those in power. They are not enticed by the meretricious
fame and fortune that go to those willing to undergo “moral castration” in service of despots.

Writers and poets shock conventional sensibilities with works that rise above the commonplace.



A Poet’s Hope

Every word is a spark of wisdom, dazzling to the eye and unsettling to the mind. Such authors
inevitably offend despotic rulers. In some cases the offense is not intentional, but only comes
about because the author is unwilling to stoop to sycophancy. The result is the same in any case.
For such writers and poets, nothing matters but brotherhood and peace. They seek only equality,
not only under the law, but also in every man’s heart. For the despot, however, this attitude is a
bomb more fearsome than any other. And when a despot is afraid, he becomes furious with
writers and poets for exposing his darker side, and for striking a blow to his self-respect. The
despot wants everyone to regard him as wise, noble, brave, and infallible. Every despot in this
way resembles an underworld boss, for he will do whatever it takes to silence anyone who would
expose the ugly side of his nature. His methods include slander, arrest, imprisonment, execution,
and even the extermination of entire family lines. In China, writers and poets pursue one of the
most hazardous occupations of all, and they have suffered oppression in every period of our
history. It turns out, however, that the degree to which an author is oppressed becomes the yard-
stick by which his integrity is measured. The more a writer is praised by the authorities, the
more he is looked down upon in the streets. The more these “tail-wagging writers” and “tail-
wagging poets” are praised by officialdom, the more worthless are the works they put out. The

more a writer or poet is hounded by the authorities, the more he is respected by the people. This
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paradox is a grotesque outgrowth upon the face of literature, but it is a reality that we have
always lived with.

Every despot has a strong sense of personal inferiority. A poem that receives widespread
acclaim will spark jealousy on his part. A poem that expresses pure feelings can strike a raw
nerve with a despot. The fact that the despot fears writers and poets is proof of the power they
wield. The motto of United Poets Laureate speaks of “the spirit of friendship and peace that is
transmitted through poetry.” That is precisely what we work for.

My personal tragedy occurred in the 1960s and 70s. Taiwan was in transition. It was moving
away from a traditional Chinese world of moral ambiguity, which I have described as a “soy
sauce vat” for its ability to stain one and all. In the 1960s and 70s, Taiwan was beginning to
embrace the universal values of democracy, human rights, freedom, and equality. I was a sacri-
fice on the altar of social change. This sort of sacrifice was inevitable. I was arrested, tortured,
abused, and deprived of my freedom for nine years and 26 days, but the Nationalist Party eventu-
ally loosened its iron grip on power and embarked on a path that has led to the first democratic
society that has ever existed in 5,000 years of Chinese history. But this democracy is not yet
enjoyed by all of the 1.1 billion Chinese people on the planet. We still have a long struggle ahead

of us.
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I had originally wanted to go to Phoenix to attend this event in person, but my doctor has
advised me not to take any long trips, so [ have asked my wife, Chang Hsiang-hua, to accept the
award in my place. | humbly beg your understanding. She is also a poet in her own right.

In closing, as poets filled with love for humanity and a desire for peace, I would also like to

ask that all of you continue to support the Chinese people in their struggle to build a brighter

future.
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